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The Mason-Dixon Line, the iconic divid-
ing line between North and South, is an in-
visible line running across the backyard of
many Delawareans.

Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon’s
milestone markers still dot the Maryland-
Delaware-Pennsylvania border more than
240 years after they completed their survey.

Jutting out of the dirt on rural roadsides,
highway medians and private property, the
81 original oolitic-limestone markers and six
replacements run like a dotted line from near
Delmar to north of Newark.

This is the eastern-most leg of the leg-
endary line immortalized in songs and
movies and “Looney Tunes” cartoons, and
the only chunk that is mainly vertical.

Rewind to 1763, when Mason and Dixon
docked in Philadelphia, two English as-
tronomer-mathematicians who came highly
recommended by the director of the Royal

Observatory at Greenwich. Their task: Dis-
cern the 233-mile border between William
Penn’s land and Cecilius Calvert’s.

Geodetics, the present-day science that
deals with measuring the Earth, was prac-
ticed mostly by ship’s captains and as-
tronomers then. Measurements varied so
wildly that some ships’ captains believed
Philadelphia was actually part of Maryland.
No one had ever measured a boundary so
long that the Earth’s curvature would come
into play.

“Today, it’s a no-brainer,” says Brian Can-
non, historic interpreter at the New Castle
Courthouse Museum. “You plug into a com-
puter and it tells you just what to do, but
back then, it required making some tempo-
rary lines, measuring a line on the ground,
and then going back and adjusting that line
based on what you know. It was a very math-
heavy problem.”

Mason and Dixon’s job was to settle a
three-generation-long boundary dispute be-

tween the Penns and the Calverts. Both fami-
lies had been deeded land by British kings,
but the deeds overlapped. The landlords had
trouble collecting taxes from colonists be-
cause it was unclear who owned what. One
colonist poked more than a dozen rifles
through his log-cabin walls to protect his
property. Ironically, less than eight years
after the survey was finished, the American
Revolution would make it inconsequential.

Their line became shorthand for slave
states and free states when it was mentioned
on the floor of the U.S. Congress in raucous
debates over the Missouri Compromise of
1820.

It became the invisible border between
Southern culture and Yankee culture.

The differences weren’t just in the back of
people’s minds; the train tracks above the
line were a wider gauge than those below the
line until 1886.

“It’s unlike any other boundary in the
world,” says William E. Ecenbarger, who

walked as much of the line as he could reach
to write “Walkin’ the Line: A Journey From
Past to Present Along the Mason-Dixon
Line.”

“One is it’s a very famous geographic line
with many, many historic significances, and
the other is it’s a line that played a very sym-

bolic role in the Civil Rights
movement, even into the
1960s.”

Mason and Dixon started
their work at a Colonial sur-

vey marker called Middle
Point in the extreme southwest-

ern corner of present-day
Delaware. Take a road trip along Del. 54

in Sussex County and you’ll see this spot, just
five miles west of Delmar. Look for four
stones in a brick enclosure.

As they surveyed north and west, the duo
measured distances with wrought-iron
chains and surveyor’s instruments such as
the transit – a combination compass-tele-
scope that allowed them to take vertical and
horizontal measurements. They used
trigonometry to compute distances, heights
and angles.

During the Delaware leg of the survey,
they could have been spotted at the New Cas-
tle Courthouse or at St. Patrick’s Tavern in
Newark, on the site of the present-day Deer
Park Tavern. Most colonists wouldn’t single
them out, though, because their names didn’t
become well known until decades after their
deaths.

Mason and Dixon trudged through flooded
fields and cold creeks, and faced snakes and

wild animals on their 233-mile trek with a
team that included Native American guides,
tent carriers, chain carriers and ax men, who
cut trees to open up 24-foot to 27-foot paths
called “vistas” so telescope sightings could be
made.

Present-day Delaware is east of the Mason-
Dixon Line, but it was once part of William
Penn’s land, called the lower three counties
along the Delaware. The present-day western
border of the state divided Penn’s land and
Calvert’s “Maryland.”

Mason and Dixon’s line is still accepted by
the U.S. Geodetic Survey, and it became the
model for British and American boundary
makers. But the mathematicians had no idea
their names would be commemorated for
centuries to come when they boarded the
Halifax Packet for the voyage back to Eng-
land.

State officials and history buffs are com-
bining efforts to protect the 81 original mark-
ers that remain along Delaware’s western
border. One marker reportedly was removed
and placed in a fireplace mantle. Another
was uprooted for display at the 1904 St. Louis
World’s Fair and went missing until the
Marydel Lion’s Club found it and returned it
to the boundary in 1964.
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How to spot a line marker
Mason and Dixon first planted wood markers every mile as
they surveyed. Then they replaced those with stone markers
inscribed with “M” for Maryland on the Maryland sides and
“P” for Pennsylvania on the opposite sides. Every fifth mile
was marked instead with a “crownstone” – a taller, more
ornate marker with the Calvert coat of arms on one side and
the Penn coat on the other. Mile-markers were 12 inches
square and 3Í feet high. Crownstones stood 5 feet high.

Is there a marker that’s easy to find?
While many markers are on private property, the marker on
the Delaware-Maryland line in Marydel is easy to find. The

centuries-old marker, surrounded by a
very short barrier, is directly across

the street from the PNC Bank at
211 Railroad Ave. Marge Mess-
ner, who moved to town in
1976, says families and school
classes often visit to take pic-
tures in front of the monument.
Messner says the really ardent
enthusiasts sometimes jump the

barrier to pose with the stone. “It’s
a piece of history,” she says.

Marker hunt
For a marker road trip, drive due
south from Reliance on State Line
Road and watch your odometer.
Exactly one mile south of Re-
liance, you’ll see a manhole cover
in the middle of the road, says
Brian Cannon, historic inter-
preter at New Castle Court-
house Museum. If you’re won-
dering if there are underground
utilities on rural farmland, there

aren’t. Underneath the closed
manhole cover is a Mason-Dixon mile

marker. And, if you drive exactly
one more mile south, Cannon
says you’ll see an ornate crown-
stone. State Line Road bears
right into Maryland just before

the stone, he says, but if you drive straight ahead onto the
farm road that extends straight in front of your car, you’ll see
the original stone with the Penn and Calvert coats-of-arms
just up the embankment on your left.

Sept. 11, 241 years ago
Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon sailed from New York
harbor on Sept. 11, 1768 – 233 years before the attack on the
World Trade Center. They boarded the Halifax Packet for
Falmouth, England. Dixon never returned to America, and
the two never worked together again.

Astronomer buried amid revolutionaries
Charles Mason returned to
Philadelphia with his second wife
and eight children in 1786. They
arrived in July, and he died there
in October. He is buried in Christ
Church burial ground on Arch
Street. Mason, who was an as-
sistant to the royal astronomer
in England, shares a burial yard
with five signers of the Declara-
tion of Independence: Benjamin
Franklin, Francis Hopkinson,
Joseph Hewes, George Ross and
Dr. Benjamin Rush. John Dunlap,

who printed the first broadsides of
the Declaration, is also buried there. Ditto for Philip Syng,
the silversmith who made the ink stand used to sign it.
Two more signers, Robert Morris and James Wilson, are in-
terred nearby in the church and churchyard.

Mason-Dixon car wash
The Mason-Dixon line inspired the names of a slew of busi-
nesses on both sides of the line. Delaware companies include
an auction firm and a sports complex in Delmar and a car
wash and a battery store in Selbyville.

Protecting history for all Delawareans
The remaining Mason-Dixon markers are a unique treasure
for Delaware, Maryland and Pennsylvania. There is no other
boundary in the world marked with foreign stones, says
William Schenck, a scientist with the Delaware Geological
Survey.
Many of the original limestone markers have been replaced,
but some originals are still standing on the Delaware-Mary-
land border. The original markers have been stolen, eroded by
swamp water and chipped by souvenir-seekers. One pre-
sumed Delawarean tried to change a marking on a stone from
a “P” to a “D.”
“These are the only Mason-Dixon stones, Schenck says.
“Weather and abuse from ‘chippers’ is taking its toll on these
markers.”
In addition to being irreplaceable pieces of America’s past,
the stones serve an important governmental function as
state boundary monuments. There are legal penalties for
defacing state boundary markers.

Transpeninsular
Line

The Mason-Dixon Line wasn’t created to divide North and
South, but to settle a dispute between Colonial landowners

The conflict
In 1632, King Charles I gave
Cecil Calvert the land up to the
40-degree north latitude line.
In 1681, King Charles II gave
William Penn the land down past
the 40th parallel. Both colonies'
claims to the 40th parallel
created conflicts, necessitating
the Mason and Dixon survey.

In Civil War times, the Mason-Dixon Line popu-
larly delineated the boundary dividing the slave
states from the free states. Here is an 1861 map
that shows Delaware as a Southern state.
One theory says the term for the southern
states, “Dixie,” is a derivative of Jeremiah
Dixon’s name.
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TheWedge
Rough-edged, overlapping surveys gave
northwest Delaware a “wedge” to go with
the 12-mile circle that created the state’s
northernmost border. The Mason-Dixon
survey line did not meet up with the circle.
A tiny, wedge-shape gap was left over
that wasn’t clearly part of any state.
Pennsylvania and Delaware both claimed
the tract. In 1921, it was recognized as
part of Delaware.
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TheMason-Dixon Line
The Mason-Dixon Line was established between 1763
and 1767. The Penns and Calverts commissioned the Eng-
lish team of Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon to survey
the newly established boundaries between Pennsylvania,
Maryland and Delaware.

Delaware/Maryland:
They started at the mid-
point of the
transpeninsular line,
which was accepted as
the beginning of
Delaware’s western
boundary with Mary-
land. In 1764, Mason
and Dixon surveyed the

83-mile-long north-south
line between Maryland

and Delaware north from that point. This section is
known as the “Tangent Line.” This line did not meet up
perfectly with the 12-mile circle used to set the Pennsyl-
vania border. Instead, it ended with a north line that was
the state’s northernmost border, creating “TheWedge.”
Maryland/Pennsylvania: The Maryland-Pennsylvania
boundary is an east-west line drawn at the approxi-
mate mean latitude of 39 degrees 43 minutes. The
surveyors extended the boundary line to run between
Delaware and Colonial western Virginia (which be-
came West Virginia during the American Civil War).
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William Schenck,
of the Delaware
Geological Survey,
is shown with
one of the Mason-
Dixon markers.
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The four stones that mark
the “Middle Point.”

Stone 131: Located
northwest of Hancock,
Md. This shows an
intermediate stone's
Pennsylvania side.

Stone 2: Located west
of Newark, Del. This
shows an intermediate
stone's Maryland side.
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Created for moms and by moms, MomsLike Me.com is where moms who live near you
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you can share stories, swap advice, make friends and even make plans to meet up live.

Join the conversation today.


